The Medieval Student

They would have a mixed company of all ages in
their care. For though students went up to Oxford
as a rule between the ages of thirteen and sixteen,
many doubtless were younger and many older. It
was indeed a common thing for ecclesiastics of all ages
to obtain leave of absence from their benefices in order
to go up to the University and study Canon Law or
Theology there. You can fancy, then, this motley
assembly of pack-horses and parish priests, of clever
lads chosen from the monasteries or grammar schools,
and ambitious lads from the plough, all very genuine
philosophers, lovers of learning for its own sake or its
advantages, working their way through the miry
roads, passed occasionally by some nobleman's son
with his imposing train of followers, and passing others
yet more lowly, who were just trudging it on
foot, begging their way, their bundles on their
shoulders.

You can fancy them at last coming over Shotover
Hill, down the " horse path " past S. Clement's, and
so reaching safely their journey's end. Once in
Oxford, they would take up their abode in a monastery
to which they had an introduction; in a college, if,
thanks to the fortune of birth or education, they had
been elected to share in the benefits of a foundation;
as menials attached to the household of some wealthier
student, if they were hard put to it; in a hall or house
licensed to take in lodgers, if they were foreigners or
independent youths. On taking up his residence in
one of these halls, the mediaeval student would find
that Alma Mater, in her struggles with the townsmen,
had been fighting his battles. Lest he should fall
among thieves, it had been provided that the rents
charged should be fixed by a board of assessors ; lest
the sudden influx of this floating population should
produce scarcity, and therefore starvation prices, the

199